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Introduction

As Britain starts to move out of recession, small businesses will be at the heart of restoring the
regional economy. In Yorkshire & Humber, according to statistics from BIS (The Government
Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills) there are over 343,000 small businesses,
compared to just 2,735 medium sized and large companies. Small businesses provide 45% of all
private sector employment within the region and will have a key role to play in fighting rising
unemployment trends. Many feel that it will be small businesses that will lead us out of the current
recession.

To thrive and grow, small firms do often need help and support on a range of topics including
business planning, marketing advice, ICT, access to finance. The list goes on... The provision of a
high quality business support service within Yorkshire and Humber during 2010 and beyond will
therefore be crucial to enabling small firms to realise their true potential in growing the economy and
providing jobs.

The FSB, with over 16,000 small business members in Yorkshire & Humber, has for many years
worked in partnership with Business Link in trying to ensure that Government funded business
support within our region is fit for purpose. The questions in this survey were developed and agreed
by both the FSB’s Yorkshire & Humber Policy Unit, and by Business Link Yorkshire & Humber. Itis
hoped that the findings of this survey will increase understanding of how accurately current business
support provision through the Business Link channel is meeting the needs of small firms, and what
should to change to help drive the economy forward.

? Un. ~ T lara K onu

Maria-Barbara Noack
FSB Yorkshire & Humber Policy Chairman

Methodology

The data for this survey was gathered using an on-line questionnaire, the link to which was e-mailed
to all of the FSB’s members that e-mail addresses were held for in Yorkshire and Humber Region.
The number of e-mails sent totalled 6,981 and the survey was open for members to complete
between

30 October 2009 and 20 November 2009. A total of 416 responses were received giving a 6%
response rate.

Whilst a few questions required multiple choice tick box answers, the decision was taken to allow a
substantial number of free text answers to give participants greater freedom to express their views
and experiences. When analysing the results we have in some cases categorised the free text
answers.



Executive Summary

The survey results came from a good spread of small businesses in terms of sector, size, and age.

The key findings are as follows:

In excess of 40% of those members surveyed indicated that they had used the service of
Business Link in the past 12 months with nearly two thirds having accessed services more
than once.

FSB members were in the main using the services of Business Link for advisor support,
information, events and workshops. Face to face contact was the most popular method of
accessing services. Whilst significantly more members were satisfied (57.9%) with the
service they received, almost a quarter expressed their dissatisfaction.

Of those members that had used the services, nearly half (45.8%) reported that there had
been no impact on their business as a result of the support received from Business Link.

When asked what areas their businesses needed help with, members listed general
marketing, access to finance/grants and training together with the cost of training as top
priorities. Focusing on the areas they thought Business Link should concentrate on, it is not
surprising that access to finance came out top, followed by financial
management/forecasting and general marketing.

A significant number of respondents also felt that Business Link should focus on improving
the quality of the service they provide in a number of specific areas such as improving the
relevance of the advice they give to individual businesses; ensuring that phone calls were
returned and not ignored; ensuring that promised follow-up actions by business advisers did
actually happen, and a range of other points all of which are detailed in the report and the
free text answers given to a number of different questions.

The Business Link health check tool had been used by 16.5% of those members surveyed,
with just under half (45.2%) finding it helpful.

Of those that said they would not use the services of Business Link, when asked why, nearly
a quarter (24.1%) said they were unhappy with previous service received. A further 8.2%
considered the organisation a waste of time and money with a similar figure were using
alternative methods.

Despite the negative response regarding the Business Link services, a positive response
was received when members were asked if they were interested in Business Link contacting
them to discuss support. 43.1% of those responding wish to make contact, 12.8% are
already in contact with an adviser. A small number of respondents were considering making
contact themselves.

Over 40% of members that had not used any type of business support felt that they didn’t
require it. A further 14% stated it was not relevant to their business

The survey has revealed a wide range of views and experiences of the overall use of Business
Link within the region. From the findings we have developed a series of key recommendations
within the three categories of ‘managing customer expectations and perceptions’, ‘improving
relevance and accuracy of products, services and information’, and ‘improving customer
relationship management and quality assurance’. Our recommendations are detailed within this
report.



Survey Results

In the past 12 months have you used Business Link for business support services?

In this survey, 42.4% of small
business owners indicated that they
had used the services of Business
Link in the previous 12 months.

OvYes
HENo

Those in their first 3 years of trading
had made greater use of the
services (63.8%) which gradually
declined for more mature
businesses.

Of those businesses over 10 years old, 32.4% had used Business Link within the past 12 months.

If you have answered yes to the above question:
How many times have you used Business Link services (in the past 12 months or
overall)?

Of those that had used Business
Link, 35.1% had just used it once,

52.3% had used it between 2 and 5 OOnce
times, 9.2% had used between 6 W 2-5 tmes
and 10 times, and 3.4% had used it 06-10 times
more than 10 times. 010 plus




What Business Link service did you use? (tick as many as apply)

This question was only asked of Designing Demand Advice [J

those respondents that had used the Skills Advi -:I

services of Business Link, and fiis Advice |

multiple responses were allowed. Innovation Advice [ ]

The most commonly sought types of International Trade Advice ]

support were: Adviser Support | | | | ]
Events & Workshops ]

Adviser support — 52.5% ] | | | |
Information — 52.5% Information ]
Events and Workshops — 49.2% ' ' '

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

The younger businesses under 3 years old were more likely to have accessed adviser support
(62.2%) than older businesses (40.4% of those over 10 years old). Specialist services such as
international trade, innovation advice, skills, and designing advice were more important to mature
businesses than young firms. Information provision seemed important and had been sought by all
ages of business.

How did you access the services? (tick as many as apply)

Again, this question was asked only
of those that had used Business Link | | |
and multiple responses were Website
allowed.

Telephone |

Face to face meetings were the most
popular method of accessing
services with 58.7% having had Face to Face |
meetings. This was followed by the | | | | |
telephone, which had been used by
51.4%. The Business Link website
was also popular however having
been used by 40.2% of respondents.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%



What was your experience of using Business Link?

Only those that had used the
services of Business Link were
asked this question.

Whist significantly more were
satisfied with the service (24.4%
very satisfied, and 33.5%
satisfied), it must be noted that
almost a quarter expressed
dissatisfaction (10.8%
dissatisfied, and a further 13.6%
very dissatisfied and would not
use the service again.)

O Very Satisfied
O Neutral

B Very Dissatisfied (would not use again)

O satisfied
O Dissatisfied

Please see later in the report for the reasons given for levels of dissatisfaction.

It was the youngest businesses in their first 3 years of trading that seemed to be the most

dissatisfied with the service they had received (16.2% dissatisfied and 14.9% very dissatisfied).

What impact has using Business Link had on a your business (tick as many as apply)

This question was only asked of those that had used the Business Link services, and has revealed

interesting results.

Other

None

Workforce Skills Development

Improved cash flow

Increased workforce/recruitment

|
]
Access to finance
Access to new markets |
1

Increased profits

Increased turnover

0%

5%

10% 15% 20% 25%

30% 35%

40%

45% 50%

Considering that just 24.4% of businesses expressed dissatisfaction with the service, it is surprising
that 45.8% reported there had been no impact on their business as a result of the support they had

received from Business Link.

Only a minority (between 6% and 8%) reported that the support they had received had resulted in

increased profits or turnover.



It was the businesses in the 4 — 10 year age range that reported significantly the greatest impact on
increasing turnover and profitability as a result of their use of the Business Link service as follows:

Age Range 0 — 3 years Age Range 4 — 10 years | Age over 10 years

Impact of 5.4% 18.6% 3.5%
Increased turnover
Impact of 2.7% 14.0% 7.0%

Increased Profits

Almost a quarter (24%) ticked the ‘other’ box, and we asked them to specify what the impact had been.
We have summarised their comments below.

Other comments not relevant to 'impact’

Improved management/business processes/business planning ]
Contracts or money lost due to following Business Link advice ]

Time lost/wated due to unproductive meetings

Improved re-structuring/re-launching ]

Too soon to say |

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Of the free text comments received: 10 were positive, 9 were negative, and 24 were neutral.



What areas does your business need help with?

This was asked as an open question with a free text box for answers. Only 140 out of the 416
respondents to the survey chose to answer this question. We have categorised their answers,

allowing multiple responses in the chart below.

Other

Start-Up Advice

Social Enterprise

Patent & Trade Mark Protection
Franchising

Supply Chain Development

Innovation

Research & Development

Energy Saving and Recycling

Support to Grow

Access to Finanace

Grants

Surviving the Recession & Increasing Profitability
Financial Management Systems and Avoiding Late Payment
Business Planning & Financial Planning
Becoming a Business Link Supplier
Other Specific IT Help

Website Development & Promotion
Employment Law & HR advice
Management Skills Development
Training/Cost of Training
Export/Import

General Marking

Developing New Markets

None

10

20

30
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50
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In the current economic climate are there specific areas that Business Link
should focus on?

This was asked as an open question with a free text box for answers. Only 109 out of the 416
respondents to the survey chose to answer this question.

We have categorised the answers given by respondents, allowing multiple responses, in the charts
below and on the next page. The first chart summarises answers relating to types of support that
Business Link should focus on. The second chart on the next page summarises answers relating to
Business Link’s own internal management, service delivery, policies, and processes.

It is interesting that answers differ somewhat to those given in the last question, although there are
some commonly recurring themes.

Types of Support that Business Link should focus on

Other

Local B2B Networking & Local Supply Chain Devt

|

Access to Finance

Grants (including awareness of grants) |

Surviving the Recession & Increasing Profitability

|

Financial Management, Forecasting, and Avoiding Late
Payment

Website Development & Promotion

Employment Law & HR Advice

Training/Cost of Training

Export/Import

General Marketing

-

Developing New Markets

10 15 20 25

o
(%]
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Other issues that Business Link should focus on

Improve Accuracy & Relevance of Advice & Information

Given

Improve Communication & Follow-Up |

Improve Quality of Business Advisers |

Focus on Small & Micro Businesses

Become More Proactive

Close Business Link Down

Other

Have you used Business Link’s Health Check Tool?

10

12

Introduced in response to the recession, an on-line health check tool was introduced during
2009 to assist small businesses. This was accessed by a large number of businesses in
Yorkshire & The Humber Region. In addition a limited number of in-depth financial health
checks were offered, which were delivered in association with local accountancy firms, the take

up of which was substantially lower.

Of those that responded to the
question 16.5% had used
the Health Check Tool.

14

O Used
B Not Used

11



How did they find the Health Check Tool?
Of those that had used the health check tool, 45.2% had found it helpful or very helpful. A

further 45.2% found it neither helpful nor unhelpful, and a minority of 9.7% had found it to be
unhelpful.

Unhelpful I

Neither helpful nor
unhelpful

Helpful

Very Helpful

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

If you would not consider approaching Business Link for support and advice, please
state why?

This was asked as an open question with a free text box for answers. 145 out of the 416
respondents to the survey chose to answer. We have categorised their answers, allowing multiple
responses in the chart on the next page.

Nearly a quarter (24.1%) of respondents to this question were unhappy with earlier experience of
the Business Link service with a further 8.2% consided the organisation a waste of time and money.

7.6% of respondents were using alternative methods of support including friends, in house and web
based support. A similar figure found the services of Business Link not relevant to their business.
3.4% of respondents had not heard of Business Link or were unsure of their services. A similar
figure was considering using the services of Business Link in the future.

12



Unhappy with previous service

Other

Considering retirement

Not sure what they do

Would consider

Use alternatives |

Not needed -:::I
|
|
]
1
1
I

N/A

Considered not relevant
Waste of time/money

Info provided inconsistent
Not considered it appropriate
Have used/no comments

Have approached/no response

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Would you be interested in Business Link contacting you to discuss how they can
help your business? If yes, please provide contact details.

Despite the negative comments regarding Business Link in the previous question, a positive

response was received to this question. Of the 211 responses 43.1% wish Business Link to
make contact with them and a further 12.8% are in contact with an advisor.

In the past 12 months have you used any of the following for business support
and for what purpose?

With less than 25% of those surveyed answering this question it highlights how few respondents
use business support. Of those responding 25.4% are using provide sector providers and
41.8% have used no business support.

Where used, the main purpose of the support was training.

13



110+
100
904
801
704 O Local Authority
M Learning and Skills Council
601 O Sector Skills Council
507 O Enterprise Agencies
40+ M Private Sector Provider
301 O other
201 E None
101
0-
General/non- Finance Training Legislation
specific

If you have not used any business support services what is the reason for this?

The survey established that 41.5% of those that hadn’t used any type of business support felt
that they simply didn’t require it. A surprising number ticked the ‘other reasons’ box. Maybe
establishing what those other reasons are could be an interesting further research project for
either Business Link or the FSB at some point in the future.

Other

Not required by my
business

Not relevant to my
business

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
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In what industry sector is your main business?

The response to this question is similar to previous member surveys with construction (11.9%),
retailing, (10.95%), manufacturing (8.9%) and business services (7.7%) forming the bulk of member
participation.

Other ]

Creative

Post/Courier/Telecoms

Electricity/Gas/Water

Agriculture

Education

1
1]
Transport |
Tourism |
Real Estate |

Hotels/Catering ]

Wholesale ]

Financial Services

Personal Services

Health and Social Work ]

Sale/Maintenance/Repair of Motor Vehicles

ICT/Related Services ]

Construction/Buidling Related

Business Services ]

Manufacturing ]

Retail ]

o
(6]
[y
o
[N
(8, ]
N
o
N
(8, ]
w
o
w
(¥, ]
H
o
H
(]
vl
o
(9]
(5]
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o
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How old is your business?

This question illustrates that
survey findings represent
the views and experiences
of both young and mature
businesses.

28.7% of respondents were
in their first 3 years of
trading, and 42.6% had
been in existence for over
10 years.

00-1 years
W 2-3 years
04-6 years
0O7-10 years
010 years +

How many people do you employ full time, part time, and casual?

According to BIS (The Government Department for Business, Innovation and Skills) statistics for
Yorkshire & Humber, 99% of businesses within the region are small businesses with less than 50
employees, and within that figure 95% are micro businesses with less than 10 employees.

The responses received to this question therefore indicate that the sample was representative of
businesses across the region in terms of size with 93.4% of respondents having 10 or less full time

employees.

240-

2204

200

180

160+

140

120+

O Full Time

100+

M Part Time

80+

40+
204

O Casual
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Please give the first half of your business postcode (e.g. YO10)

There were a total of 400 eligible responses to this question. The breakdown for the FSB sub-
regions in Yorkshire and Humber was as follows:

North Yorkshire: 83
North Lincolnshire: 49
West Yorkshire: 155
South and East Yorkshire: 113

The responses correlate with the make-up of the FSB’s membership across the Yorkshire and
Humber region.
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Conclusions

Many changes have taken place in recent years in the management, structure, and delivery of
government funded businesses support services within the region. Some of the most sweeping
changes include the move to a regional information, diagnostic and brokerage (IDB) model, and
the Government’s Business Support Simplification Programme.

This survey has revealed a wide range of views and experiences of the use of Business Link by
small firms within Yorkshire and The Humber. Whilst many appear to have found the service
beneficial, there are a significant number that report high levels of dissatisfaction, and report that
the use of Business Link services has had no impact on their business.

Within the IDB model, there are several stages at which there is the potential for customer
expectations or Business Link’s own objectives not to be adequately met, and this survey has
not examined each stage individually. It must also be recognised that not all users of Business
Link services go through the IDB process, some preferring to simply access specific events or
restrict their use to web-based services. Our recommendations are based on the general
findings that the survey has revealed, taking an overview of the entire business support service.
They fall into three main categories as detailed below.

Key Recommendations

Managing customer expectations and perceptions

¢ In view of the high (24.4%) dissatisfaction rate in the services received, Business Link
should study in detail the reasons given for dissatisfaction and the reasons given for not
using Business Link, then develop and implement measures to better manage customer
expectations.

e There appears to be a certain amount of misunderstanding regarding what Business Link
can and cannot provide. From answers given, it appears for example that some
respondents had the perception that Business Link was primarily a funding or grant giving
organisation. We therefore recommend greater clarity in the marketing of their products and
services to small businesses.

¢ Many respondents view of Business Link has been influenced by previous bad experiences.

We therefore recommend again, that marketing should highlight the changes and
improvements that have been made to the service in recent years.

Improving relevance and accuracy of products, services, and information

¢ In line with demand identified in this survey, Business Link should in the immediate future
focus their main services on supporting small and micro businesses to survive, and to grow
out of the recession, with a particular emphasis on marketing, access to finance, training,
and financial management/forecasting. However, Business Link also needs to remain
responsive to changing economic conditions and retain the ability to quickly flex and adapt
their products and services to meet current and future demands.

e To ensure that future services are tailored more specifically to the needs of small firms,

particularly with a focus on improving business performance, profitability and turnover, we
recommend that the role of the current Business Advisory Panel be reviewed. There is the
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need to ensure that views and requirements of small businesses obtained through that panel
are used effectively to drive forward further improvement in services and products.

Further investment in effective training, development and recruitment of staff engaged in the
provision of information, and in the diagnostic element of the Business Link service. This
should include a particular emphasis on ensuring that they fully understand and preferably
have direct experience of what is needed to own and manage a successful small or micro
business.

Improving Customer Relationship Management and Quality Assurance

A significant number of comments by respondents to the survey related to phone calls not
being returned and promised follow-up actions not being completed by business advisers.
We recognise that a new CRM system has recently been introduced by Business Link to
facilitate improvement, and recommend that the feedback obtained through this survey be
studied and used to further develop the system, with a view to aiming for consistently high
levels of customer satisfaction.

Qualitative feedback should be sought on an ongoing basis from small business customers
at each stage of the IDB process to identify any problem areas and to drive forward
continuous improvement.
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